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Corps, Army, tribes tackle Herculean clean-up
Native history, military munitions share former depot
Story and photos by Mike W. Petersen USACE South Pacific Division Public Affairs

David “Doc” Holladay, an ordinance and explosives safety expert from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ Albuquerque 
District, stopped to point out old ordinance that is commonly found in various parts of New Mexico in February 2007.  
Bombing ranges were prevalent during the World War II era and were critical to the training of U.S. aircrews.  Some 
remnants known as unexploded ordinance, are periodically found by passersby near and on the formerly used defense 
sites, and can still pose a danger.  

	 The landscape of New Mexico’s 
high desert can be breathtaking. In al-
most any direction, the potential for an 
Ansel Adams masterpiece confronts the 
viewer. But despite the beauty of Fort 
Wingate, N.M., there are no visitors 
aside from a select few. 
 Walking a stretch of gravel range 

roads, David “Doc” Holladay, an 
ordinance and explosives safety expert 
from the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers’ Albuquerque District, stopped to 
take in the view during a visit to the site 
in February. 
 “I really don’t mind the long drive 
out here,” Holladay said as he surveyed 
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the scene. “It’s one of the perks of the 
job.”
 He is one of a handful of people 
that can walk the hills of Fort Wing-
ate safely. After all, Holladay has been 
disarming munitions for decades. A few 
moments later he stopped and points 
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down to a dry arroyo, where seasonal 
rains periodically turn a dry trench into 
a raging river. “I found part of a 10,000 
pound bomb over there, probably 7,000 
feet from where it was detonated.”
 Fort Wingate, a former 
Army Ammunition Depot, 
closed in 1995 under the 
first round of Base Re-
alignment and Closure. 
From World War I until its 
closing, it served as both 
a storage and disposal site 
for military munitions. An 
incalculable amount of mu-
nitions were disposed of at 
the depot, mainly through 
methods that, though easy 
at the time, create huge 
challenges for Holladay. 
He is part of a collaborative 
team working to clean up 
Fort Wingate after nearly 
a century of munitions 
disposal.
 The standard method of 
disposal at Fort Wingate 
was to burn or detonate 
piles of munitions. The 
resulting discharges threw 
shrapnel and munitions 
over a wide area. With 
years of rains and snow 
melt washing through the 
arroyos, some remnants have been scat-
tered well beyond the original disposal 
area, Holladay said.
 While the inert shrapnel doesn’t 
create a direct hazard to human life, 
it hints at the presence of unexploded 
ordnance. 
 After World War II, the depot started 
disposing of Improved Conventional 
Munitions, popularly known as cluster 
bombs. Each bomb (or artillery round) 
is packed with smaller bombs meant to 
disperse over a target area. Often some 
of these “bomblets” do not detonate. 
The percentage of “dud” bomblets var-
ies, but some sources estimate that 5-15 

percent remains unexploded.
  “There’s quite a mix of munitions, 
from small projectiles to a Navy 14-
inch shell. We don’t know how that 
ended up here,” Holladay said.

 Coordinating the munitions cleanup 
mission is the USACE South Pacific 
Division Range Support Center. While 
the name implies services to active 
ranges, the RSC handles military muni-
tions cleanup and support across a wide 
spectrum of mission areas, according to 
Vince Del Greco, RSC program man-
ager at the Division headquarters in San 
Francisco. 
 The SPD RSC is one of five military 
munitions design centers. Four of the 
design centers deal with conventional 
munitions. A fifth in Huntsville is spe-
cialized to handle chemical munitions 
cleanup.

 “All the other centers are located at a 
particular (Corps) district,” Del Greco 
said. “The SPD Design Center is virtual 
with members distributed among our 
districts. We have program manag-

ers, environmental engineers, 
geophysicists, archaeologists, 
biologists and ordinance and ex-
plosives safety specialists. Every 
district has some of these, but not 
all.” 
 Rather than duplicate these 
skills in every district, the SPD 
team acts as a network of tech-
nical experts that performs all 
military munitions work within 
the South Pacific Division as well 
as missions outside the regular 
SPD area of operations. The 
network of experts is ultimately 
Corps-wide, with regular working 
relationships among the design 
centers that provide assistance in 
a military munitions cleanup ef-
fort, Del Greco said. This peer re-
view can be invaluable when the 
design center is presented with a 
task as complex as Fort Wingate.
 “The [Fort Wingate] site is not 
easy,” he said. “In doing it with 
the RSC, we’ve found that for 
some things, it’s easier to bring 
help from outside. Having these 
people makes it easy to get tech-

nical experts involved. Also, we’re used 
to doing things regionally, so we have 
preexisting relationships.”
 The diverse skills of the RSC are 
applied in missions that transcend the 
USACE mission areas: the team has 
worked on environmental restoration, 
Formerly Used Defense Site cleanup, 
BRAC (such as Fort Wingate,) military 
construction and civil works projects. 
They also, as their name implies, sup-
port active ranges at installations like 
Fort Irwin, Calif. 
 In Del Greco’s experience, there are 
two common administrative problems 
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World War II era bomblets lay exposed in a cluster in a 
field in New Mexico on the western side of the state.
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